ROLE OF REGIONAL & COUNTRY PUBLIC LIBRARIES IN WA

IN THE ONLINE ENVIRONMENT

(a) The current community patterns of demand for public information services through libraries, including the provision of online resources.

· To a significant extent, they reflect current circumstances. That is: the Internet’s current design and information exchange/delivery capacities. There is an adhoc, unco-ordinated approach to strategic planning in WA. Some Council’s/libraries are pro-active, others reactive.
· Problems of geographic isolation and lack of IT infrastructure exist. Demand and expectation varies from community to community and is influenced by community knowledge and education levels. 

· There are profound differences between some rural communities. The poorer communities often suffer from lack of awareness and appropriate skills to take advantage of new technology and families may have insufficient funds to provide access at home. It follows that the   demand then is not usually high for the library to provide access due to the lesser expectations of the community to be provided with services. However, in more affluent  areas the demand and expectation for community based IT facilities is growing, whether that be in Senior Citizen Centres, Youth Centres or the library. 

· It is often ‘the poor getting poorer’ in not only financial terms but also in educational access and service availability, with the marginalized remaining marginalized and target groups often not being reached.

(b) The response by libraries (public, university, research) to changing information needs of Australians, including through the provision of resources.

· There has been a wide range of responses in WA public libraries. Some libraries enthusiastically promote, budget for and provide access to electronic and online resources. Others have not responded at all, and many are trying to do something in the middle, within existing resources.  Some pilot programs have been conducted with federal funding to provide Online access in some rural and regional libraries.

· There has been much discussion on consortia approaches to purchasing on line resources.

· Many rural libraries have been co-located with Telecentres. There are issues with regard to these co-locations:

· What happens when the circumstances change? Public Libraries should be here for the long haul, but what about Telecentres? Some have found remaining financially viable a struggle against competing commercial suppliers of their services.
· Public Libraries exist as a practical expression of democracy at work, and should be seen as an investment not a cost. Telecentres have similar goals, but can in some cases be driven by a commercial imperative that puts them seriously at odds with public libraries. Other Telecentres reap the benefits of co-location and resource sharing in terms of improving equity of access to information resources and facilities. These centres have balanced the commercial versus community interest.
· There is an issue of inequality in accessing the Internet. Some users in country areas have to pay for Internet searching whereas regional and metro customers do not. The level of free Internet access for research and information varies according to the individual centre.

· Staff time can be consumed by the need to raise fund for the Telecentres, thereby removing time that should be spent with clients.

· It would be worth looking at Western Australia Local Government Librarians’ Association’s Joint-Use Libraries: an option for local government, published in July 1997 for valuable background information.
· The literature talks about “joint-use” meaning school or college public library collocation. Even when collocated, some Public Library/Telecentres remain distinct in function, unlike joint-use School/Public Library facilities which are integrated to a far greater extent.
· The positives of co-location with Telecentres are: Provides the library with access to technology, eg. Computer, Internet, Photocopier, Phones. Great for small communities where otherwise there was no hope of improved facilities for the library. The Building can sometimes be in a more friendly and easier accessed location than the Shire Office.

· Minimum standards for joint-use centres need to be laid down by the State Library of Western Australia (SLWA) and the Co-located governing body. 
(c) Possible strategies which would enhance the wider use and distribution of information resources held by libraries, including the establishment of library networks, improved online access in libraries, online libraries, and greater public knowledge and skill in using library resources.

·  It is important that ‘one size fits all’ approach is not adopted. Rural and small communities have very different needs to their metro and sometimes regional counterparts.
· In Western Australia, improved delivery for country areas could be via SLWA with access to the online resources being provided free of charge. That is, SLWA currently has subscriptions to various online resources which are only available to customers who actually visit the State Library, thus again disadvantaging those that live outside of the metro area. This could be done via their website with password access for country libraries.
· Remote and socially poorer areas not only need to have access to actual physical resources, but also need access to library staff who are funded to deliver programmes to enhance usage amongst those disadvantaged groups.
(d) The use of libraries to deliver information and services over the Internet to more effectively meet community demands for public information in the online environment.

· The needs of the communities have to be identified in order to be able to deliver appropriate services. What gaps exist in communities’ information needs? Are there really gaps? Or are members of the community unaware of which organization to contact? Is there needless duplication of printed information, which is difficult to organize and keep current?
· Appropriate levels of information also need to be available. That is, information pertinent to a specific community plus relevant Federal and State information. Communities in the country areas really need information on issues and events that are directly relevant to them.
· Is there the Infrastructure in remote rural libraries (some WA country libraries do not even have phone lines) to access the Internet?
· With the growth in electronic publishing for both free and fee based, Public Libraries that continue to provide only their current “product range” of print materials are in fact reducing services to their customers. By not providing access to electronic resources they disadvantage those who may need information most. This particularly applies to government & community information, which may now only be accessed via the Internet. In WA this means that it is vital that SLWA provide access to electronic resources as part of their role in resourcing public libraries. [This point also relates to part (e)].
(e) The roles of various levels of government, the corporate sector and libraries themselves in ensuring the most effective use of libraries as a primary public information resource in the online environment.

· Inter-agency cooperation is imperative. A good example of this is the Australian Bureau of Statistics that is supplying library customers free access to their products via their website.

· In Western Australia, improved delivery for country areas could be via SLWA with access to the online resources being provided free of charge. That is, SLWA has subscriptions to various online resources which are only available to customers who actually visit the State Library, thus again disadvantaging those that live outside of the metro area. This could done via their website with password access for country libraries.

· There needs to be recognition of the importance of and demand for training for both staff and community members. There is a growing demand in some country areas [see point (a)] – for provision of basic computer and Internet training, particularly from seniors who find the library a comfortable, non-threatening environment to learn these skills. Grants (from State or Federal government) provided to local councils for training staff and customers in the use of online resources could assist in satisfying this demand. Many country libraries do not have staff skilled in the use of online resources.

· Libraries are generally well placed to serve the electronic information needs of their community – location, community knowledge and acceptance of the library, staff, etc. The library system in WA is unique within the Australian library service, with the State Government supplying the stock and the Local Government supplying everything else. However, they need to be resourced to undertake this role – facilities, equipment, staff, training, marketing & community education by not only the local government but also the State and Federal governments.

